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Poverty Defined

In a nutshell, poverty is the state of being unable to get what you “need.” But the “needs” of a person do in
fact differ from place to place and person to person. Hence, the issue of poverty finds itself split into two
different categories: absolute poverty and relative poverty. The term absolute poverty is used to define the
situation when a person lacks the bare essentials for life (like food, clean water, shelter and so on). Relative
poverty, is used to define the circumstances when a person cannot fully participate in what is normal for the
society in which they live, due
to a lack of money.
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Yet, poverty is not a word that we need to look up in a dictionary to
know what it means. In places like the U.S. where success is largely
measured in monetary terms, it is a word that makes the majority of us feel uncomfortable and afraid; afraid
that such a situation even exists. We feel this fear when we see the face of poverty in commercials on
television and we quickly change the channel. We feel it when we see its face at a busy street intersection
holding a little cardboard sign as we do our best to ignore it until the light turns green. Yes, most of us have
seen the face of hunger, homelessness, and hopelessness and still live in denial. But the truth is that poverty
DOES exist, and not just in distant developing countries as many would like to think. Indeed, poverty is
global issue that affects children as well as the elderly, small countries and large countries, weak nations and
mighty ones; it is not partial. Poverty does not care about your race, gender, sexual orientation, etc.

Sources:

Picture of children taken from: http://www.freewebs.com/khalid_moustache_man/

Picture of man with sign taken from: http://cache.gettyimages.com/xc/2546290.jpg?
v=1&c=ViewImages&k=2&d=17A4AD9IFDBICF1934A2752006EF5FOED54FA28F530C677DA5A5397277B4ADC33E



Causes of Poverty in the U.S.

The causes of poverty can be very controversial. Some say that “the system” or how society functions as a
whole is to blame while others blame poor cultural habits. And when it comes down to it, the causes of
poverty are so complex, that they are actually in part, both.

Family Issues

One of the main contributors to poverty is the disintegration of the family structure.
With divorce rates and teen pregnancies at an all time high, the typical family of a
father, mother and 2.5 kids is practically non-existent. When, families are headed
by a single parent, that not only means one person taking on double roles, it also
means a single income. And that single income becomes even smaller when it is
earned by a single mother, due to gaps between male and female wages and the
types of jobs available to women. So, it does not come as a surprise that married-
couple families are significantly less poor than female-headed households.*

x Low Wages
While unemployment definitely plays its part in causing

poverty, there is another economic problem that does more damage that even that.
The cost of living keeps increasing and yet wages are holding steady (unless you’re
a CEO). Millions of people have fallen into a classification known as the “working
poor.” These are the people who get stuck trying to survive the unpredictability of
life on minimum wage. People like Delores Ellis; a 51-year-old woman whose
highest earned salary is $6.50 an hour, with no health insurance or pension.! Like
many others, Delores spent most of her life not unemployed. She has been hard at
'work but has nothing to show for it.

“In 1965, CEOs made
24 times as much as
the average worker; by

2003, they earned 185
times as much*.”

Cultural Habits

Because material possessions are highly prized in the U.S., the majority of Americans tend to spend more than
they can actually afford. The poor are not immune to this trend. This is especially damaging for those living
in poverty, because for those who live in poverty, the second television set and the washer and dryer are not
simply luxuries taken for granted, they are the only assets that they own. The poor tend not to have bank
accounts, they do not have a cushion to fall back on.* So, while financially stable Americans who get a little
too excited on payday can always rely on savings, the poor are left only to dig their grave deeper.

Isolation

While racial segregation is no longer mandated by law, it still exists. As people
choose to where to live, most communities have neighborhoods that became easily
identifiable as “White” or “Black” parts of town to a driver foreign to the area.
This phenomenon may seem harmless, but thanks to it public schools are still
almost totally segregated...Blacks and Whites increasingly go to school with more
integrated Hispanics, but not with each other.*

“Only 5 to 10 percent of
American families live in

stable, integrated
communities™.”

Source: Alter, Jonathon, Joseph Contreras, Sarah Childress, Jessica Silver-Greenberg, Anne Underwood, and Pat Wingert. "The Other America." Newsweek 19 Sept.
2005: 42-48.



Effects of Poverty

So, we know what some of the causes of poverty are, but what are its
effects? The effects of poverty are many, but several fall into two main
categories.

Did you know...

Every year, 9.2 million
children under the age of

Education five die from poverty
.. . . (that's more than 26,000
Poverty affects education in a number of ways. Children Who grow up in [ Py 1
poverty have less access to adequate healthcare, and illness can lead to ESELCCEEIRCREECLE
excess absences from school. Also, poor children are much more likely to
suffer from hunger, fatigue, irritability, headaches, ear infections, and Nearly 1 billion people
colds which are all conditions that have the ability to interfere with a entebrled the Zdlst genlt(ury
. . . . unable to read a book or
child’s attention span, focus and concentration." These impacts are felt sign their names due to
most by impoverished children in primary school. Their chances do not [ERSSCA
improve as they get older. Impoverished children are also at greater risk

for developing problems with the law and have higher levels of teenage [Ty,

pregnancy. So, their likelihood of finishing high school and attending MRS JSUREYATEIEelY
weapons was needed to
put every child into
school by the year 2000
and yet it didn’t happen.?

college are very low.

Health

First, there is the physical health aspect. When those who live in poverty
are ill, they do not or cannot visit a physician until they feel that it is IR =GR,
absolutely necessary. This mentality often leads to simple health [AERARSIATICaIA

year from lack of access
problems becoming much more serious by the time a physician is sought JERCEEVER I RETE gL

o3
and thus, creates a much bigger bill. Poverty has also been linked to [N
obesity, because healthy foods are more expensive than the food on the

dollar menu at McDonald’s. Half of all children in the
world live in poverty.®

For those who live in absolute poverty, lack of access to food leads to

hunger, malnutrition and even to starvation. Also, not having access t0 =R Rz R L1l

clean water can lead to diseases, diarrheal infections and even death. of money that Europe
spends each year on
cigarettes, all developing

Mental health is also affected as stress and depression can easily set in, in RISt

) ) basic education for all,

times of desperation. water and sanitation for
all, reproductive health
for all women and have
basic health and nutrition
for all.?
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